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should raise serious concerns regarding the veracity and sincerity of digilantes’ information. We must question if digital punishment makes us feel safer and reduces crime, or if it simply makes
it harder for our neighbors to reintegrate into society.
Nathan Aguilar
Columbia University School of Social Work

Thomas K. Rudel, Shocks, States, and Sustainability: The Origins
of Radical Environmental Reforms. Oxford University Press
(2019). 228 pages, $31.95 (softcover).
Given the possibly dire consequences of climate change, it is
hard not to be incredibly pessimistic about the future. Lobbying
from heavy industry has ensured that we are not undergoing
the massive structural changes needed to transition to sustainability. Even though we require fewer emissions for increased
economic growth, total emissions are still increasing globally.
However, Thomas Rudel here provides an interestingly positive
look at the future, one that does not attempt to trivialize or minimize the potentially devastating impacts of global warming.
Instead, Rudel takes a positive view of crises as impetuses to
social change. He uses four historical case studies of environmental reforms and revolutions from the 20th century to make
his point: (a) the American Great Plains, (b) England, (c) Cuba,
and (d) the U.S. state of Maine.
In the 1920s and 1930s, a variety of different factors led to an
environmental crisis in the somewhat unsettled western portion of the United States. The “closing of the frontier” was the
end to the practice of settlers going west and being granted large
parcels of federal land simply for showing up. The number of
land titles awarded by the government peaked in the 1910s and
declined suddenly afterward, simply because unclaimed land
was running out. This decline caged settlers to their individual
plots, and the resulting soil exhaustion led to widespread poverty among farmers. The Great Depression of 1929 and the dust
storms of the 1930s that followed significantly exacerbated the
problem. The U.S. government responded with the New Deal,
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which had massively positive environmental effects. Eroded land was purchased to be put aside for conservation, and
soil-conserving agricultural practices that are still used today
were put into effect. The positive results from these policies are
still felt decades later; emissions are measurably lower today
than they would be if these reforms had never been enacted.
England’s increasing reliance on international trade to meet
its domestic demand for agricultural products proved disastrous upon the advent of World War II, as the war significantly disrupted trade. Due to valid, resulting concerns about food
security in the event of another war, English planners in the
1950s and 1960s preserved belts of agricultural land around major cities. The result was British citizens relying more on local
production to meet their food needs, subsequently decreasing
energy use and greenhouse gas emissions. It is a rather remarkable result that, during the postwar economic boom in which
unemployment fell to record lows and significant economic
growth was enjoyed, land was increasingly preserved for agricultural rather than urban use. In fact, more land was converted
from agricultural to urban use in the decade before World War
II than in the decade after. This is significant evidence that, even
in the midst of traditional economic growth, positive environmental policy can be successful.
Beginning in the early 20th century and up until the 1990s,
the economy of Cuba was primarily supported by the production and export of sugarcane. The production of this sugarcane
increasingly required massively intensive industrial processes,
as well as imported inputs such as chemical fertilizers. This
trend continued even in the midst of the Cuban Revolution of
the 1950s, when all sizable private landholdings were taken as
state property. The impetus for major environmental change
did not happen until the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, which nearly overnight obliterated the primary foreign
market for Cuba’s goods, causing these industrial processes to
become unprofitable, leading to significant economic recession.
This recession was only worsened by the continuing U.S. trade
embargo that prevented Cuba from easily switching to a new
international market. Instead, Cuba massively cut imports and
relied instead on domestic production. Agroecological farming
proliferated as Cubans began cultivating sustainable, smallscale gardens within cities. The result is that, according to some
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estimates, Cuba is the only country in the world to achieve true
sustainable development.
The U.S. state of Maine has been famous for its lobster production since the 19th century. However, by the 1920s and 1930s,
overfishing had become a significant problem, with extraction
levels having declined to one fourth of what they were at their
previous peak. Yet today, Maine lobster fisheries are some of the
most productive on the planet. The turnaround was partly due
to regulations being enforced during the crisis period, allowing
only midsize lobsters to be taken from the ocean. Small juvenile lobsters, which had not yet bred, as well as large lobsters,
vital to the ecosystem and the continuation of the species, were
thrown back. State officials additionally enacted rules limiting
the number of allowed fishers and traps in given zones. It is
these practices that largely saved the Maine lobster fishing industry and have allowed it to sustainably exist for almost a century after the crisis.
Why did these four successful cases of reform happen in the
first place? To help explain this, Rudel distinguishes between
two types of socio-ecological dynamics: (a) presses and (b)
pulses. Presses are slow, gradual, incremental processes, such
as population growth or carbon dioxide levels in the air. These
changes support business-as-usual politics, in which the status
quo is maintained. Pulses, by contrast, are very sudden and often catastrophic changes, such as massive floods or economic
collapse. It is pulses that inspire the creation of groups that oppose the current system and foster change. Although climate
change is currently dominated by press dynamics, we are increasingly seeing pulse dynamics as well. The more that some
factors press, the more pulses we will see.
Much of the pulse dynamics come in the form of “focusing” and “leveling” events. Focusing events reshape the attention that governments and people have onto singular issues,
and leveling events destroy both wealth and inequality, leaving
people on a worse but more equal level. With perhaps the exception of the state of Maine, the driver of change in all four of
the previous examples were pulse events that were both leveling and focusing: the Great Depression, World War II, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the Maine lobster fishery crisis.
Thus, Rudel contends that major positive reform happens in the
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wake of sudden, significant wealth-destroying events (that is,
focusing and leveling pulses).
In this sense, Rudel offers a remarkably optimistic view of
catastrophic events. Although they produce much suffering
and destruction, they can result in great positive reforms that
significantly outlast the length of the original event. In this way,
they may have been necessary in the first place. If humanity
truly only learns through sudden, harmful “pulse” events, then
attempting to ward off all such events actually may be worse
for us in the long term. Perhaps, in other words, sometimes millions must die so that billions in the future do not. This is an interesting, utilitarian take on disasters. Although it is not wholly
original, Rudel certainly contributes to the abstract sociological
scholarship by categorizing events as press and pulse, and by
describing pulse events as focusing and leveling. While useful,
it is also terrifying to recognize that, apparently, the pulse event
to wreak havoc and focus humanity’s efforts on the mitigation
of climate change is yet to come.
A major problem with the book is that of the four examples, only one is of a nation properly transforming itself into a
sustainable system. The first two examples, those of the United
States and England, remain major polluting nations of the Global North that have not done nearly enough to prevent anthropogenic global warming. Yes, it is completely true that without the
reforms Rudel describes, things would be slightly or somewhat
worse. However, these reforms clearly have not been enough,
as evidenced by the lack of mitigation of worldwide press factors like total emissions and carbon dioxide levels. It is hard
to swallow the claim that World War II was good for the environment in the long term simply because English agriculture
became somewhat more local (Rudel also correctly notes that
World War II led to the creation of the United Nations, a great
advocate for climate change mitigation, but the U.N.’s effectiveness in creating real environmental change also is highly open
to question).
The last of the four examples, that of lobster fishery in Maine,
feels incredibly minor compared to the other three. World War
II, the global Great Depression, and the collapse of the Soviet
Union are all hugely important events in human history that
have had thousands of books written about them. The obscure
Maine lobster crisis of the 1920s, on the other hand, while
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interesting, feels almost irrelevant in the context of the rest of
the book. Rudel even admits that this example doesn’t as closely
follow the pattern that the other three do, raising the question of
why it was even included in the first place.
The only example of sufficient change is that of Cuba, which
has indeed transformed itself into a sustainable nation. However, even this required action of moral questionability, such
as the seizing of all landholdings above 67 hectares in 1963. It
is most likely beyond the scope of the book to tackle the moral
implications of possibly necessary reform, and so Rudel should
not be criticized for this. However, it is still important to note
how the most successful of the four examples only came at a
significant cost in other cherished areas of life.
Rudel’s sociological scholarship, in describing how major
reforms come about and proliferate, is very interesting and useful, and has applications outside of the specific lens of climate
change. There is also nothing wrong with Rudel’s historical
scholarship within the context of any single historical example
he gives; his writing is very well organized and well sourced,
even if he offers few original historical observations. It is within
the greater context of his historical comparisons that the scholarship suffers.
Although Rudel demonstrates that the four events can be
explained by the same abstract categorization of processes, they
otherwise feel like they have very little in common with one
another, and they seem relatively arbitrarily chosen. The case
of English agricultural practices feels much too small given its
catastrophic driving pulse event (World War II), and the case
of Maine lobster fishing practices feels too specific and irrelevant. The western America example supports his thesis well
enough, but the events were clearly not of the necessary scale.
It is definitely a problem that only one out of four examples is
sufficiently indicative of Rudel’s main idea. The resulting overall impression is often that one is reading a series of papers,
rather than a singular integrated work. Although this is not a
bad book in itself, it feels unlikely that, over the coming years, it
will have significant impact on historical or ecological literature
as a whole.
Wolfe Padawer
Koc University

